This primer describes the purpose and importance of e-mail as a key communication medium in the workplace. It emphasizes clarity as a primary modality to enhance efficiency and effectiveness. Finally, the primer reviews elements of grammar, punctuation, and style that contribute to each e-mail's ability to meet language standards, enhance the writer's image, and successfully transmit information.
Effective and Efficient E-mail
According to most business communication experts, a primary factor that contributes to conveying the message effectively is clarity. If the intent and content of the message are clear and if the writing is clear, then the message received likely will equal the message intended. The equal sign in the equation is the scientific representation of clarity.
Any action by the writer that is opaque, diverting, confusing, disturbing, pompous, incomprehensible, or irrelevant is distracting and erodes clarity. Injecting an element of creative writing, such as sarcasm, into a professional communication is inappropriate. For example, "That's just what we need!" is distracting, if not jarring. Antithetically, any action that is straightforward, simple, understandable, comforting, or relevant promotes clarity.
Clarity of thought must precede clarity of expression. In Hemingway's vernacular, one must find "what is true." 4 Most experts advise e-mail writers to reflect on and crystallize the intent and content before proceeding. For complex efforts, it helps to transfer the mental outline to a physical outline.
Before proceeding to the body of this primer, we must dispel the myth that writing talent is required. Innate ability in any form or measure is not required to achieve a basic mastery of business writing. Herbert and Jill Meyer advise, "You want to begin thinking about writing not as a mystical art form that depends utterly on born talent or inspiration, but rather as a series of discussions, steps, and techniques that you can master and whose final result will be the clear, successful product you want." 5(p11) For simplicity of explanation and understanding, we will divide the quest for clarity into 3 approaches. First, as stated above, focus on the purpose of business writing, that is, strive for clarity and resist the temptation to superimpose purposes more closely associated with creative writing.
Second, master the basics of punctuation and grammar. The rules of standard and proper punctuation and grammar are not meaningless and fanatical requirements of grammarians. In some cases, an aberration, such as a misplaced punctuation mark, does not alter meaning, but the misplacement could be distracting to the reader.
In many cases, errors in conventional and proper punctuation and grammar change the meaning, producing a disconnect between the message intended and the message received. Lynne Truss tells the tale of the panda and the mispunctuated wildlife manual to explain the title of her book, Eats, Shoots & Leaves: The Zero Tolerance Approach to Punctuation. 6(back cover) A panda walks into a cafe. He orders a sandwich, eats it, then draws a gun and fires two shots in the air. "Why?" asks the confused waiter, as the panda makes towards the exit. The panda produces a badly punctuated wildlife annual and tosses it over his shoulder. "I'm a panda," he says, at the door. "Look it up."
The waiter turns to the relevant entry and, sure enough, finds an explanation. Panda. Large black-and-white bear-like mammal, native to China. Eats, shoots and leaves.
Third, master the elements of style -the way ideas are expressed -that contribute to clarity. Most grammarians propose a standard set of practices that promote clarity. A select number of these, especially those that are relevant to the e-mail format, will be reviewed. Some of these practices promote clarity by reducing clutter, that is, by reducing or eliminating anything that clouds understanding or distracts in any way from the message intended. Other practices render the e-mail easier to read and absorb. A few practices enhance clarity by identifying the relative importance of certain words, phrases, or sentences or by strengthening the impact of the overall message.
We would be remiss not to discuss the oft-debated connection between image and success. Whether justified or not, people make judgments based on appearance and actions-how you dress, the state of your office or workplace, or your attention to punctuation and grammar. In their book, Sleeping Dogs Don't Lay, Richard Lederer and Richard Dowis state, "Using bad grammar can mark a person as one who is careless of language and who may be, by extension, careless of other things." 7(p2) The same approaches to punctuation and grammar and to style apply to e-mail responses. Replies should be as short as possible and relate only to those segments or issues in which a reply is requested or one is needed. It is advisable to insert the reply proximal to the relevant text in the original as long as font or color distinguish the replies from the original text.
PUNCTUATION AND GRAMMAR
Although a complete review of punctuation and grammar is beyond the scope of this primer, a short list of reputable references is included. [8] [9] [10] [11] One of the Effective and Efficient E-mail most heralded is The Elements of Style by William Strunk, Jr, and E.B. White, which can be accessed free online (http://www.bartelby.com/141 or http:// faculty.washington.edu/heagerty/Courses/b572/public/StrunkWhite.pdf). Also, 5 Web sites devoted to punctuation and grammar are referenced. [12] [13] [14] [15] [16] Tidewater Community College's Writing Center publishes a Grammar Hotline Directory, which is a list of centers that answer questions via e-mail or phone. 17 Several punctuation-related and grammar-related elements are discussed below, particularly those that might affect clarity or are frequently applied incorrectly. 
Place a comma before a coordinating conjunction

STYLE
Focus on clarity.
Use a standard format and format elements.
A. Always send an e-mail with a subject. 18 Use a compelling subject line. According to the www.mailchimp.com, "The best email subject lines are short, descriptive and provide the reader with a reason to explore your message further." 19 A Google search of "best practices for subject line in email" unveils a body of literature. B. Get to the point quickly and support it with a standard approach. Unless the message is direct and simple, such as, "I'll meet you in the lobby at 7 a.m.," a common approach is to include 3 sections: introduction, body, and summary. Other variations of the introduction could be "I am writing to explain . . ." or "I am writing to 'relate,' 'review,' or 'list'…." C. Use plenty of white space. Leave a blank line between paragraphs. 20 D. Highlight key ideas with asterisks, parentheses, and bullets. Use different fonts. Use the bold feature. A balance must be reached; overuse of these elements can be distracting. Avoid using red font, which may inadvertently imply urgency or anger, and refrain from capitalizing all letters in a word or sentence, which may be interpreted as shouting or anger. 21 E. Use the cc (carbon copy) and bcc (blind carbon copy) functions appropriately. Add a recipient to the cc function only if he or she has a need to know. 18 Avoid using the bcc function unless there is a need for that recipient to have the information without the knowledge of the cc recipients. Routine use of the cc function is forthright and creates transparency. F. Use a standard signature. E-mails should end with the writer's contact information, including name, title, business affiliation, address, phone number, and fax number. 22 Do not clutter the signature block with symbols, quotations, or other elements that distract from the message. G. Note attachments. Although most e-mail providers use conventions to indicate attachments, adding a comment such as "see attached" proximal to the relevant text highlights the presence of the attachment and connects the attachment to that text.
Apply appropriate tone, language, and content.
The language, tone, and content should match the environment and the message. If the environment and the message are professional, the language, tone, and content should be as well. However, congratulations and joy can be transmitted successfully. A "thank you" is acceptable for simple exchanges, such as thanking someone for lunch or providing information. Most e-mail etiquette writers warn against using e-mail to replace traditional thank-you cards for gifts or sympathy cards for condolences.
Emoticons should be used seldom, if at all. 24 Sentiments appropriate for e-mail should be embedded in the words. If an exclamation point is appropriate, only one should be used. 21 
Eliminate clutter.
A. Eliminate words, phrases, clauses, and sentences that do not directly contribute to the essence of the message. "The secret of good writing is to strip every sentence to its cleanest components." 25(p7) Compare a hypothetical first draft of Hamlet's soliloquy, "Basically, to be or not to be.
That is the really big question for sure," to the immortal, "To be or not to be. That is the question." 26 B. Avoid "ing" words that are components of the future progressive tense, such as "will be working," "will be deciding," "will be trying." Instead, use the direct verb form ("work," "decide," or "try"). John will be responsible for managing the IV Admixture Room. (Poor) John will manage the IV Admixture Room.
(Better) C. Use simpler words, phrases, and sentences. Do not make the reader work to determine your meaning. Substitute small words for big words. implement (do); sufficient (enough); attempt (try); utilize (use); additional (more); purchase (buy)
We will attempt to utilize the equipment we just purchased. (Poor)
We will try to use the equipment we just bought. (Better) Avoid cumbersome phrases. Substitute the word in parenthesis for the stated phrase: ahead of schedule (early); a large portion of (many); was of the opinion that (believed); concerning the matter (about); we request that you send us (please send us); is capable of (can); prior to (before); in all cases (always); in the event that (if); due to the fact that (because) We will endeavor to minimize problems where feasible, but we have come to the realization that we will have to effect modifications in our procedures. (Poor)
We'll try to reduce problems where we can, but we realize we'll have to change our methods. (Better) Eliminate redundancies. regular routine (routine); small in size (small); for a period of 10 days (for 10 days); completely surrounded (surrounded); wide variety (variety); final decision (decision); 10:00 a.m. Friday morning (10:00 a.m. Friday); my personal opinion (my opinion); ask the question (ask) The water from the leak at 10 a.m. Friday morning completely surrounded our dispensing island, disrupting our regular routine for a period of 3 days. (Poor) The water from the leak at 10 a.m. Friday surrounded our dispensing island, disrupting our routine for 3 days. (Better) Cut out duplicate words. Thank you for supporting this innovative and progressive program. (Poor) Thank you for supporting this innovative program. (Better). 4. Use the right word. Know the difference between the following words: it's and its; insure, ensure, and assure; regardless and irregardless; comprise and compose; she feels bad and she feels badly; less and fewer; infers and implies; affect and effect. 5. Use an appropriate sentence length-the shorter, the better. An average sentence should be no more than 15 to 20 words.
Avoid sexist language.
Upon approaching the patient, each nurse must introduce herself. (Incorrect) Upon approaching the patient, each nurse must introduce himself or herself. (Correct) Upon approaching the patients, the nurses must introduce themselves. (Correct) 7. Put variety into your sentences. The same message can be conveyed by altering clause, phrase, and word selection and sequence to avoid a monotonous tone or cadence. The same idea can be conveyed in diffent ways: Our director said, during an informal meeting, that the Acme brand is better. or
